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Negotiations between the US and Panama on the establishment of a Centro Multilateral Antidrogas
(CMA) at Howard Air Force Base in Panama are on the verge of collapse, according to numerous
sources in both countries. Talks have been stalled since a tentative agreement was reached in
December 1997. Final approval of the agreement was expected in January 1998, and a referendum
putting the issue before Panamanian voters was set for the end of July.
A sudden shift in Panama's bargaining position ordered by President Ernesto Perez Balladares
in January placed the future of the talks in doubt (see NotiCen, 01/22/98). According to public
statements by Perez Balladares, Panama is offended that the US does not want to pay rent for the
use of the base, which becomes Panamanian property in 2000. He also demanded that the talks
be widened to include other Latin American nations and balked at giving the US extraterritorial
jurisdiction over US personnel who would be stationed at Howard.
The US has been particularly unwilling to accept a Panamanian proposal to put the CMA into
operation on a trial basis instead of for the 12-year period agreed to in December. In addition,
Panama is reportedly asking for guarantees that US military forces stationed at the CMA would not
be used for unilateral operations or activities unrelated to drug interdiction.
Both demands run counter to US Defense Department plans. Defense Secretary William Cohen is
reportedly reluctant to ask Congress for a US$60 million appropriation to convert Howard Air Force
Base into the anti-drug center if Panama can cancel the deal after three or four years and prohibit
such operations as air-sea rescue, assistance to civilians in time of natural disasters, and militarytraining exercises.
Whatever the merits of the Panamanian position, the effect of Perez Balladares' turnabout in January
has cooled US enthusiasm to deal with him much longer. Following the talks between Secretary
of State Madeleine Albright and Foreign Minister Ricardo Arias at the June meeting of the OAS
General Assembly in Caracas, officials in both governments began to predict that negotiations
would be abandoned.

State Department official blames Panamanian president
In June, Jeffrey Davidow, assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs, blamed Perez
Balladares for holding up the agreement and said it was because of opposition to the pact from
within the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratica (PRD). Davidow told the daily El Panama
America that he could not understand why Perez Balladares had turned from praising the tentative
agreement to denouncing it. Davidow said that, if the talks fail, it will not be because the US was
insensitive to Panamanian concerns but rather because of "a lack of clarity on the part of the
Panamanian government" and the involvement of internal political factors in the process.
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In June, highly placed US government sources said it was probable that, on his return from China,
President Bill Clinton would say "enough is enough" and announce the termination of negotiations.
A cabinet-level decision to do so had already been taken in principle, said the sources.
Some observers have suggested, however, that Albright and Arias agreed to suspend talks until
after the Sept. 30 referendum, which will decide if Perez Balladares can be re- elected (see NotiCen,
06/01/980. Senate hearings raise issues of Chinese threat Additional criticism of Panama's handling
of the CMA issue came on June 16 during hearings held by Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC) on the canal
and related matters. Helms, chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, attacked Perez
Balladares, accusing him of "boycotting" the CMA talks to force unacceptable conditions on the
US. Helms said that, since the beginning of the year, "the Panamanian government clearly has not
bargained in what I would regard as good faith."
Helms has long pressured Clinton to keep military forces in Panama after 1999 to protect the canal.
He and other conservative leaders in Congress have recently stepped up demands that Clinton
either obtain a Panamanian agreement on the CMA under which some 2,000 US troops would
be stationed in Panama or begin new negotiations on retaining military bases there. Jorge Ritter,
Panama's chief CMA negotiator, quickly rejected any possibility of extending base rights after
1999. The hearings also highlighted fears about Panama reminiscent of Cold War concerns about
communist penetration of the hemisphere.
Helms and others have singled out China as a threat to the canal. The Hong Kong-based company
Hutchinson International Terminal owns concessions to run the Caribbean port of Cristobal and the
Pacific port of Balboa (see NotiCen, 09/05/96). Those concessions have already come under fire from
US officials who say Hutchinson won the awards through behind-the-scenes manipulations, beating
out a US-based consortium that had offered a much lower bid (see NotiCen, 01/18/98).
Testifying at the hearings, Admiral Thomas Moorer, former head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff said,
"We must at all costs get the Chinese out of Panama." Others however, argued at the hearings
that the US should comply fully with the 1977 Torrijos-Carter Treaties and accede to Panamanian
terms in the CMA negotiations. Mark Falcoff of the American Enterprise Institute said US interests
would be better served by a "rigorous adherence" to the treaty and a complete withdrawal of US
military forces. "But if we are going to have a residual military presence in Panama...Panama should
explicitly ask for it and then submit the decision to a plebiscite," he said. "There should not be any
ambiguity."

Helms links CMA talks to future of canal
Helms said he was holding the hearings to find out if, among other things, Panamanians were
prepared to take over the "enormous responsibility" of operating the canal with "efficiency and
honesty." He questioned witnesses on the importance of having a continued military presence in
Panama to protect the canal and the larger US interests in the region. The hearings inquired into
what Helms called "the turbulent political situation" in Panama and its future effect on the canal.
Helms offered the troubled CMA talks as an indication that Panama had failed the first test of
efficiency and honesty and would not be able to administer the canal properly.
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Furthermore, said Helms, relevant to the safety of any US troops who would be assigned to the
CMA is the case of US serviceman Zak Hernandez. Hernandez was murdered in 1992, allegedly by
the son of a prominent politician who was subsequently exonerated of the charges (see NotiCen,
11/13/97). Helms concluded that the US must get a CMA agreement that meets all of its needs or
end the negotiations. Anti-drug czar Barry McCaffrey says he has not given up on Panama but
announced that the US has other sites in mind should negotiations fail.
Possible alternative sites include Puerto Rico, Colombia, Honduras, and Key West, Florida.
Panamanian authorities have responded that they would support a CMA anywhere it may be
located. Perez Balladares said he would accept whatever decision the US makes on the CMA. He
indicated that cancellation of the talks by the US would not damage bilateral relations. [Sources:
La Nacion (Costa Rica) 06/05/98; Latin American and the Caribbean Security Update, 06/22/98;
Notimex, The Miami Herald, 06/17/98, 07/01/98; El Panama America, 06/04/98, 06/14/98, 06/17/98,
06/19/98, 06/25/98, 06/27/98, 06/28/98, 07/03/98, 07/04/98]
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